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Eddings: Poe, Dupin and the Reader

POE, DUPIN, AND THE READER
Dennis W. Eddings
Western Oregon State College

The Dupin tales present us with a perplexing, yet typically
Poesque, dilemma. Poe was apparently serious in his advocation of
the Dupin method of perception—that refined balance of imaginative
insight and applied reason. Yet he also ridiculed it, both privately—as
in his slighting remarks to Cooke about “the hair-splitting of my
French friend....”1—and in the tales themselves, which are so con
structed as to call into question Dupin’ seemingly miraculous feats of
reasoning. Thus Robert Daniel indicates that, in “The Murders in the
Rue Morgue,” the argument regarding the superiority of checkers to
chess is “specious” and that Dupin’s identification of the true nature
of the mysterious voice loses much of its supernatural aura when we
realize that he has in his possession a tuft of the ourang’ hair—a hair
that even the somewhat obtuse narrator is immediately able to iden
tify as being non-human.2 Such questionable “ratiocination” leads
Edward H. Davidson to state that Dupin’ method is “the grotesquerie
of any rational system.”3 And, as though Poe’s simultaneous advoca
tion and undercutting of that method were not enough of a problem,
the seriousness of the tales in which he appears is also suspect. Burton
R. Pollin indicates that “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” is full of
jokes and absurdities that appear intended to dupe the reader into a
blissful acceptance of what cannot be, and Richard P. Benton argues
that “The Mystery of Marie Roget” is a hidden satire on “the thinking
of the Jacksonian common man.” Indeed, Benjamin Franklin Fisher
IV goes so far as to state that all three of the Dupin tales are built upon
“false start Gothicism” that preys upon the readers’ expectations in
order to play with them, a means of “channeling literary hoax into
ratiocinative tale....”4
The Dupin tales thus appear to be of a kind with much that Poe
wrote—a curious blend of serious exposition of theme and a duplicitously concealed comic and satiric ridiculing of the convention-bound
attitudes and literary values he saw as blinding his readers, leading
them to accept the surface narrative of the tale at face value and hence
to be taken in and hoaxed. Yet it may also be that the Dupin tales offer
us a unique means of understanding Poe’ double-dealing. brief look
at their central thematic concern and its relation to their being lan
guage problems may help us see that, whatever else they may be

Published by eGrove, 1982

1

Studies in English, New Series, Vol. 3 [1982], Art. 18

Dennis W. Eddings

129

about, the Dupin tales are also about how to read Poe, with the reader’s
position to the text analogous to Dupin’s position to the crimes he
solves.
The common theme of the Dupin tales, indeed of many of Poe’s
stories, is duplicity—the inherent doubleness that seems to lurk in
both the material universe and the psyche of man and to which man
must respond appropriately if he is to resolve the confusion duplicity
occasions. In the particular instance of the Dupin tales, this duplicity
is symbolized by the crimes. The very nature of a crime smacks of
duplicity, not only in the trickery and deviousness commonly asso
ciated with its perpetration and concealment, but also in its insistence
upon a reality different from or contrary to those standards and
values that label an act a crime in the first place. Davidson states the
case accurately when he notes that “A crime is...a disruption of the
ostensible order of things....It is an instance whereby ‘Accident is
admitted as a portion of the superstructure’ of the world of things.”5
By intruding into the well-ordered affairs of man, a crime reveals not
only the duplicitous reality of existence, but also that man’ efforts to
circumscribe such reality through artificial constructs that ignore it
are not only fruitless, but often actually help to create situations where
the confusion duplicity brings about is free to operate. Such is the
point of the Dupin tales.
In “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” the crime is irrational, a
freakish occurrence that demonstrates how susceptible man is to the
unexpected. The apparent safety of the fourth-story flat and its locked
doors becomes a trap from which there is no exit. The ourang’ sudden,
murderous frenzy is similar to other manifestations of the duplicity of
the physical world we find in Poe, such as whirlpools and plagues. The
crime in “The Mystery of Marie Roget” is also symbolic of duplicity,
revealing not only that man (and woman) is a victim of his own
passions, but also that his efforts to deal with those passions may well
lead to results directly opposite those intended or expected. Marie’s
apparent attempt to secure an abortion makes public her fall from
virtue, while her murderer’s efforts to lay a trail of false clues (more
duplicity) enable Dupin to identify him. In “The Purloined Letter” we
encounter duplicity in still another guise, that of the shrewdly calcu
lating man. The original theft,
’s duplicitous substitution of let
ters, is compounded by his alteration of its form to throw the police off
the track, while Dupin’ devious method of repurloining the letter
becomes yet a further exercise in duplicity.
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The Dupin tales, then, are typical of Poe in their development of
the theme of duplicity. And, as is usual in Poe’ treatment of this
subject, his central focus is on the human response to the duplicitous
situation, with the tales presenting an analysis of various perceptive
methods utilized in dealing with it. What makes the Dupin tales
unique is that the duplicity and correspondent analysis of perceptive
modes is carried forward in terms of the stories being language prob
lems. Robert Daniel may have been far more astute than he realized
when he called Poe’ detective stories “essays in criticism,” for more is
involved in this idea than Poe as critic being “the sleuth hound” who
“ferrets out plagiarism, and hunts down writers guilty of bad taste,
confused thinking, or the murder of language” and Dupin being the
critic of the bumbling policemen, whom he treats much as Poe treated
most of the authors whom he reviewed.”6 In reality their nature as
essays in criticism is two-fold, applying not only to the process Dupin
employs in solving the language problems within the tales, but also to
the corresponding process required of the reader in resolving the
language problems involved in Poe’s duplicitous text. Recognition of
this relationship between Dupin and the reader helps us seethe Dupin
tales as paradigms of how to read Poe.
In “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” the task is to decipher the
mysterious language of the murderer. The witnesses agree that the
gruff voice overheard was French, but the shrill voice is a puzzle. One
Frenchman swears that it was Spanish, another that it was Italian; a
German insists that it was French, an Englishman that it was Ger
man, a Spaniard that it was English, and an Italian that it was
Russian. None arrives at what Daniel has identified as the logical
conclusion—“we might expect at least one witness to exclaim: 'It
sounded precisely like the fiendish jabberings of a brute!’ ”7 Con
fronted by a duplicitous situation, the witnesses, representatives of
Western civilization, are incapable of assessing it in a rational
manner. Instead, they rely upon national prejudices for an explana
tion, upon preconceived notions regarding the brutality of traditional
enemies to account for the brutality of the murders. Their method in
confronting the situation, in short, is precisely the same as the Pre
fect’s; they too rely upon a Procrustean bed of conventional opinions
and attitudes for knowledge.
The consequence of their erroneous critical approach is the perpe
tuation of confusion. As a result of the welter of testimony and the
Prefect’s faulty reasoning, Le Bon is arrested. Le Bon—the good;
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erroneous methods of perception and reasoning in the face of duplicity
lead to the confinement of the good. The arrest of Le Bon is not only
absurd, it fails utterly to resolve the crime. Only when the true crimi
nal is found, only when truth replaces confusion, can the good be
released and duplicity dealt with. This feat can only be accomplished
through a correct interpretation of the language of the murderer, and
it is Dupin’ critical method of imaginative insight and applied reason
that provides (at least ostensibly) this correct interpretation. Like a
good critic, Dupin approaches the “text” objectively, without precon
ceptions. He alone notices “how strangely unusual must that voice
have really been, about which such testimony as this could have been
elicited!-—in whose tones, even, denizens of the five great divisions of
Europe could recognize nothing familiar” (M, 2:550)! He alone is able
to interpret what the witnesses have really said—that the voice is
“harsh rather than shrill,” that it is “quick and unequal,” and that
“No words—no sounds resembling words—were by any witness men
tioned as distinguishable” (M, 2:550). Dupin’ critical analysis of the
“text’s” constituent elements enables him to arrive at a full under
standing that resolves its duplicitous ambiguity.
Much the same is true of “The Mystery of Marie Roget.” Duplicity
enters through the crime and the resulting confusion is furthered by
the contradictory newspaper accounts of Marie’s disappearance and
death. The function of the papers is the same as that of the witnesses
in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” We see once again that a propen
sity to leap to conclusions leads to further confusion and misunder
standing. The papers’ contentions are, as Dupin shows in his analysis
of them, based on wild speculation and the upholding of pet theories at
the expense of rational analysis and truth. This point gains impor
tance in much the same way that the imprisonment of Le Bon does.
The task of a newspaper is to inform and enlighten (we speak, of
course, of ideals rather than reality). When a paper indulges in idle
speculation, the result is misinformation that leads to the perpetua
tion of ignorance rather than the resolution of confusion. Poe emph
asizes this idea through the titles of the major papers Dupin uses in his
analysis: L'Etoile, Le Commerciel, and Le Soleil—the star, the adver
tiser, the sun. The star and the sun are indicative of illumination, but
the irresponsible journalism of the papers that bear these names
belies their titles. The advertiser indicates the conveyance of informa
tion, and again the biased reporting of the paper is in direct contradic
tion to its name. The title of each of these papers is thus symbolic of

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/studies_eng_new/vol3/iss1/18

4

Eddings: Poe, Dupin and the Reader

132

POE, DUPIN AND THE READER

truth, but all three are guilty of obscuring the truth. Poe stresses this
idea through the paper Dupin relies upon most heavily in reconstruct
ing the facts behind Marie’ murder— La Diligence. Only diligence in
looking closely at an event enables us to perceive its true nature. Wild
speculation and pet theories, conformity for the sake of conformity,
and argumentation for the sake of argumentation do not lead to truth.
Dupin, of course, resolves the confusion, and his method is again
that of the critic. In this instance the texts involved are the newspaper
articles he dissects, and his analysis of these texts reveals errors in
fact and interpretation that leave behind the kernel of truth needed to
reconstruct the real meaning hidden beneath the deceptive surface of
the articles. “The Mystery of Marie Roget,” then, like “The Murders in
the Rue Morgue,” presents us with a language problem where the task
is to read correctly the duplicitous text in order to arrive at a full
understanding of it. Once again we see that an acceptance of surface
appearances actually compounds the confusion brought about by the
duplicity of the text, that the resolution of that duplicity is possible
only through the application of the correct critical approach.
These same issues are central to “The Purloined Letter,” which
presents yet another language problem. In this case the challenge is to
gain access to the very letter that constitutes written language, and we
see that the letter can duplicitously camouflage its meaning.
disguises the letter, manipulating its surface appearance to distort
and hide what it really is. The Prefect’ literal approach to the text
fails to turn up the underside of the letter where its true meaning can
be found, pointing out that a mere piling up of facts without imagina
tive insight into their importance leads to misinterpretation. The
Prefect falls victim to D ’ hoax because he has in essence hoaxed
himself through the very preconceptions he operates from. His critical
methodology, based on a traditional, conventional approach to the
text, blinds him to duplicitous possibilities, insuring that he will mis
read the page that is literally before his eyes. Dupin’ critical method,
on the other hand, once again enables him to read the surface clues
correctly and to cut through the duplicitous appearance of the text to
emerge triumphant as the holder of its true meaning.
Thus far we see that “The Purloined Letter” is quite similar in its
major concerns to the previous Dupin tales. The crime, symbolic of
duplicity, revolves around a language problem and the correct critical
approach is the means by which the truth of the text is revealed. “The
Purloined Letter,” however, is more complex than the earlier tales
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because of the nature of the criminal. D___ is no panic-stricken ape nor
lover; he is both poet and mathematician and as such is an apt
opponent of Dupin. Furthermore, the nature of his duplicitous actions
has distinct implications in terms of the tale being a paradigm of Poe’s
fiction. While not the actual writer of the letter, D___’s manipulation of
the material presented to him by circumstance in order to reshape and
influence its interpretation suggests that we may not be amiss in
seeing him as representative of the author. And, if we may pursue this
idea a bit further, D represents a specific type of author—one who is
deliberately deceitful, who hides much of his material under a conven
tional, seemingly ordinary, facade. In short, we may well be justified
in seeing D as a representation of the duplicitous Poe that recent
criticism has unmasked. If this is indeed the case, the relationship
between Dupin and D is intriguing in terms of Poe’s practice in his
fiction.
It has been suggested, by Daniel Hoffman, David Ketterer, and
Liahna Klenman Babener among others, that Dupin and
are
much closer related than first appears.8 Although I am not convinced
that this kinship is paternal or fraternal, or that the incriminating
letter was actually written by Dupin, I do think that the similarity is
quite meaningful in terms of Poe’s deceptive practices. Although we
are obviously justified in seeing Dupin as Poe’s alter ego, we must
recognize that D is also, for if Dupin represents the resolvant side of
Poe, D represents that other side that reveled in the construction of
literary hoaxes and practical
The juxtaposition of these two
aspects of Poe’s Janus face in “The Purloined Letter” enables us to see
it as the logical culmination of Poe’s Dupin trilogy, bringing together
the duplicity of the crime and its critical resolution in the most mean
ingful manner—
that reveals the full relationship among Poe,
Dupin and the reader.
In “The Purloined Letter,” Dupin’ ability to gain access to the
true meaning of the text involves more than the imaginative insight
and rational assessment exercised in the first two tales; it also
involves a recreation of the crime. Dupin repurloins the purloined
letter in precisely the same manner that D— employed.
D , Dupin spies the letter, recognizes its true significance, and then
creates a diversion in order to substitute a false letter for the real one.
In terms of critical method, Dupin’ actions in “The Purloined Letter”
reveal how we are to deal with the duplicitous Poe:
Dupin, we must
recreate the circumstances and processes by which the text is used to
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camouflage its meaning, for only then can we recognize its hidden
statement. The astute readings of Poe’s literary jokes and hoaxes that
follow this practice offer ample evidence of the rewards to be gained by
such a method.
With the preceding in mind we can discern how the Dupin tales
are paradigms of how to read Poe. They are, first, about r3duplicitous
nature of existence. At the same time, by being the concealed hoaxes
and satires suggested by Pollin, Benton, and Fisher, they are them
selves duplicitous, are other than they seem. The language of the tales,
by hiding that other meaning, is then analogous to the language
problems presented within the tales. In other words, Poe constructed
the Dupin tales in such a manner as to present a mystery for readers
that resembles the mystery within the tale. The critical method
employed by Dupin thus becomes identical with the method the reader
must employ in resolving Poe’s mystery. The reader, in short, must
play Dupin to Poe’ D .
So it
we may conclude, with much of Poe’s other fiction. The
narrative surfaces of his tales create serious presentations of his
vision of the inherent, inevitable duplicity of physical existence and
its corresponding presence in man. Through these presentations Poe
examines various perceptive means of dealing with this duplicity,
revealing that neither arid reason nor pure imagination, neither con
vention nor conformity, is capable of preserving man from the conse
quences of a deceptive universe. In turn, the satiric hoaxes and jokes
hidden within and made possible by those narrative surfaces recreate
the theme, the structure of Poe’ tales (the duplicitous construction of
the hoax) becoming
with their subjects. By being duplicitous
hoaxes, the tales themselves are examples of what they are about.
As a result of this fusion of theme and structure, the reader is
placed in a position analogous to that of the character in the tale. Just
as that character’s perceptions and responses are being tested, so too
are the reader’s. The reader who approaches Poe from a conventional
standpoint, who accepts, for one example, the traditions of form, is
done in by that very approach, is hoaxed by Poe’ duplicity. Poe’s
attacks on such conventions in his criticism and in the hidden satires
of his fiction are means by which he insists upon the necessity of a
proper critical methodology in approaching both art and life, for Poe
not, finally, distinguish between the two.
Furthermore, the unity of theme and structure made possible by
the hoaxes enables Poe to create a fiction that achieves what he saw as
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true art, defined by Robert Jacobs as “a microcosm that reflects the
cosmic harmony...a human effort to imitate the art of God.”9 Poe’ use
of duplicity as theme and structure makes his tales microcosms of the
art of God, finite metaphors of God’ infinite creation as described in
Eureka. There
see that God’s physical universe is duplicitous—so
too are Poe’ tales; there we see that God achieves harmony and unity
through that doubleness—so too do Poe’ tales. Hence Poe’s serious
development of theme and his underlying satiric hoaxing are not
contradictory. They work together to create the highest art, merging
theme and structure in an esthetic unity representative of the spiritual
unity of God’ universe. It is for us, as readers, to see this unity by
playing Dupin to Poe. If we do, we see into the very unity of all
creation. If we do not, we are victims of Poe’s deception, demonstrat
ing in that very fact his contention that erroneous methods of percep
tion make us prey to duplicity. Our task, as readers of Poe, is to
recognize his methodology or to be hoaxed by it. Either way, it is Poe
who wins.
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